Teacher's Verbal Feedback on Students’ Response: A Malaysian ESL Classroom Discourse Analysis  by Noor, Noorizah Mohd. et al.
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 7(C) (2010) 398–405
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.10.054
 
  
International Conference on Learner Diversity 2010 
Teacher’s Verbal Feedback on Students’ Response: A Malaysian 
ESL Classroom Discourse Analysis 
 
Noorizah Mohd. Noora,*, Idris Amana, Rosniah Mustaffaa, Teo Kok Seonga 
aSchool of Language and Linguistics, Faculty of Social Science and Humanities  University Kebangsaan Malaysia, 
 Bangi 43600, Selangor, Malaysia 
 
 
Abstract 
This paper explores the verbal feedbacks utilized by a group of primary school teacher. Data was gathered through classroom 
observation. All lessons were audio taped and transcribed. The analysis of the transcripts revealed that there were variations in 
the feedbacks given among the teachers: some forms of feedback were utilized more frequent than others. These results are 
important as they provide an awareness of the feedback practices employed in the classroom and the significant effects on 
classroom interaction and student learning. The results offer implications and suggestions for pedagogica considerations within 
an ESL setting. 
 
©2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
    Much research on classroom interaction has been conducted involving English as a Second/Foreign Language 
(ESL/EFL) classroom. The ESL classroom is a distinctive communicative context because it is here that classroom 
teaching and learning as well as second language acquisition takes place. The dynamics of the classroom 
communication will influence the students’ perceptions and participation in the activities conducted in the 
classroom. Thus, this interaction enables the students to engage in an environment that presents opportunities in 
using the language. Furthermore, looking at the teacher and student interaction will allow us to examine the type of 
language communication that is practiced within the classrooms. The focus of this study is to describe the teacher’s 
verbal feedback of four teachers from selected Malaysian primary schools. Although studies have been conducted 
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on teacher’s feedback, limited research is known about teacher’s verbal or immediate feedback in the classroom (Le, 
2010). The findings are important as they will provide an awareness of the verbal feedback practices adopted in the 
classroom and the significant effects on students’ overall learning and their opportunities to use language for 
communication. 
 
1.1 Teacher’s Verbal Feedback  
    In the context of teaching and learning languages, various definitions of the term feedback have been proposed. 
Most of these definitions indicate that feedback refers to informing learners about their work in progress. More 
specifically, this form of interaction shows learners their errors and guides them to correct their work (Ur, 1996; 
Lewis, 2002). An important point that needs consideration concerns the purpose of providing feedbacks. According 
to Boud (2002), “A good feedback is given without personal judgment or opinion, given based on the facts, always 
neutral and objective, constructive and focus on the future” (p. 7). Thus, feedback should be seen as a constructive 
approach on improving students’ performance.  
    The study on verbal interaction within the classroom setting dates back to Sinclair and Coulthard (1975). They 
discovered that the speaking patterns in the classrooms were highly structured and in describing the speech acts 
could categorize them into distinctive functions. Thus, they developed a model to describe the teacher-student 
interaction based on a hierarchically structured system of ranks. The ranking scale of the model comprised of 5 
components (in descending order):  transaction, exchange, move, act and lesson (Sinclair & Coulthard, 1992). Most 
research on discourse analysis have focused on the level of teaching exchanges which is characterized by initiation 
(I), response (R) and feedback (F). Although the IRF structure has been commonly cited, problems of its application 
have been discussed. A frequent critique is that the model does not adequately account for ‘interactive choices’ 
(Nunn, 2001) and that it would need adaptations to allow for true representations of classroom discourse structures 
(White, 2003). 
    In reference to the typology of feedbacks, there are several propositions. Feedbacks can be identified as positive 
or negative. Positive feedback confirms a correct response from the learner. In pedagogical theory positive feedback 
is important because it provides affective support to the learner and fosters motivation to continue learning (Ellis, 
2009; Le, 2010). Examples of teacher’s positive feedback include, ‘good’, yes, and ‘well done’. However, these 
forms may not always signal that the students’ response is correct as they could also act as preface to subsequent 
correction or modification of students’ responses. In contrast, negative feedback refer to immediate oral feedback 
which aims at mistake correction (Lyster & Ranta, 1997). Within this category, several researchers have identified 
variations. For example, a form of negative feedback is corrective feedback can be further categorized into recasts, 
elicitation, metalinguistic cues, clarification requests and repetitions (Lyster, 1998; Diane, 1998; Panova & Lyster, 
2006).  Feedbacks have also been categorized based on the functions they provide. For example, Sinclair and 
Coulthard (1975) focus on the “evaluative feedback” used by the teacher in classroom discourse, which usually 
consists of the acts of accepting, evaluating and commenting. Richards and Lockhart’s (1994) classification includes 
saying that something is correct or incorrect, praising, modifying a student´s answer, repeating, summarising and 
criticising. Although there are various types of feedback available to help facilitate student learning, equally 
importantly lies in the selection of appropriate type based on students’ needs and the instructional activities (Konold, 
Miller & Konold, 2004). 
    An imperative issue that has constantly been discussed and argued upon is the quality of feedback given to 
students. MacDonald (1991, p. 1) expounds that teachers’ feedback “often lacks thought or depth; students often 
misunderstand their teachers’ feedback…and many students do not attend to teachers’ feedback to begin with!” This 
contention is supported by Weeden and Winter, 1999) who discovered that most forms of feedback were not 
understood by primary school students. Sadler (1998) mentions teachers would often provide comments or 
feedbacks on students’ effort rather than concepts and facts. He cited teachers’ lack of content knowledge as being a 
major influential factor. Hatie & Timperly (2007) similarly discovered that providing more (quantity) feedback can 
be detrimental for students’ learning. In his study, one group of primary school students was given ‘scaffoding’-type 
feedbacks to assist the learners with their responses. Another group was given complete solutions without any 
opportunity for students to interact. The findings revealed those who were provided with ‘scaffolded-feedbacks 
developed better learning skills and could retain learning longer than those with complete assistance.  
    Thus, the use of appropriate and quality type feedback can be viewed as a significant tool in enhancing student 
learning. Researchers have identified characteristics that constitute the quality of teacher feedback. For example, 
Herschell, Greco, Filcheck and McNeil (2002) recommend that the nature of feedbacks should be planned and 
specific rather than haphazard and general. Mastropieri and Scruggs (1994) expound that feedbacks should be 
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outcome-focused and encouraging. However, Lenz, Ellis and Scanlon (1996) suggest that not only should feedback 
focus on what students did incorrectly, but also on matters to improve future accomplishments. Attending to these 
forms of feedback would facilitate teachers in identifying students’ needs and more likely to see positive outcomes 
from their students.  
2. Research Questions 
This research paper sought to answer the following questions: 
 
1. What types of verbal feedback are employed by the ESL teachers? 
2. Which type of teachers’ verbal feedback is most frequently employed? 
 
3. Methodology 
 
    This paper is part of an ongoing research project which looks at classroom discourse between teachers and 
students in primary schools. The study was carried out in four states in Malaysia: Selangor, Melaka, Kelantan and 
Sarawak. This paper reports the preliminary findings from four schools in Selangor involving four teachers: SRJK 
Kajang (one teacher), SRJK Yu Hua (one teacher), SK Beranang (one teacher) and SK Taman Jasmin (one teacher). 
SK Beranang and SK Taman Jasmin are national type schools while SRJK Kajang (one teacher) and SRJK Yu Hua 
are vernacular type schools.  
    The subjects for this study were all female teachers, who have had between twelve to 20 years of teaching 
experience. Three of the teachers taught primary level 5, and the fourth taught primary level 4. The topics for the 
lessons included, ‘Animals and Us’, ‘World stories’, ‘Past Tense’ and ‘Conjunctions’. 
    Prior to conducting the research project, permission was attained from the Malaysian Ministry of Education. The 
consent allowed the researchers to enter the respective classrooms and observed the teachers teaching in an authentic 
classroom situation for one whole lesson plan. The duration for each lesson was approximately thirty minutes. All 
lessons were audio taped and transcribed for further analysis. The six subjects for this study were each given a letter 
code: A, B, C and D. In addition, an additional letter was attached to identify the origin (which state) of the subject. 
Thus, the data from Selangor was identified by the letter ‘S’. Number lines were attached to all the transcripts. 
Hence, the researcher would read the following code: SD/23-26 – as teacher D (Selangor), line number 23 to 26. 
 
4.Findings of Study 
 
    The findings and discussion in this study is based on the research questions. This study attempts to investigate the 
types of verbal feedback employed by a group of Malaysian primary school ESL teachers as well as identify which 
type of verbal feedback is most frequently practiced. The table below (table 1) summarizes the analysis of the types 
and frequency of verbal feedbacks used by the ESL primary teachers in their classrooms.  
Table 1: Types of teacher’s Feedback (N = 144) 
 
TYPES OF FEEDBACK 
TEACHERS   
A B C D TOTAL % 
 
Evaluative Feedback 
Positive 11 9 3 3 26 18 
Confirm 20 22 13 10 65 45 
Repetition  - 6 17 9 32 22 
Interactive Feedback  11 1 4 3 19 13 
Corrective Feedback  2 - - - 2 2 
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4.1  Types of Feedback. 
4.1.1  Evaluative feedback 
    Evaluative feedback has been described as forms of ‘judgement’ made on the learners’ performance (Nunn, 
2001). This form of feedback is found to be the most dominant type of feedback used in second and foreign 
language classrooms Gattullo (2000). Teachers employing this form of feedback would express words or phrases to 
indicate that the learner’s response is acceptable. In most cases, the common signals are ‘Good’, ‘Very Good’, ‘yes’, 
‘correct’ and ‘ok’. From the data analysis, it was commonly found that the teacher’s feedback would follow two 
patterns:  i) the teacher repeating the answers (response) given by the students ii) the teacher praising the students 
after giving a correct response. The following extracts exemplify these patterns. 
 
Example 1: (source - S/TB/L. 063-075) 
 
T:  [063] Ok,..ok, I want you to read, ok, first paragraph, first paragraph, ok, read class. 
S: [064] (student reading the first paragraph) 
T:  [065] Ok, so, where Amarjit go?  
     [066] Last weekend? 
S:  [067] Circus! 
     [068] Circus! 
T:  [069] Circus? 
S: [070] Circus! 
     [071] Circus! 
T:  [072] Where is the circus? 
S:  [073] In a town. 
T: [074] In a town.  
    [075] Ok, what did Amar, Amarjit saw in the circus? 
 
Example 2: (source - S/TD/L. 0075 – 0087) 
 
T: [0075] Ok, natural disasters, they can destroy the building, yes. 
     [0076] Part from land slide and flood, any other disaster that you know? 
S:  [0077] Yes! 
T: [0078] Yes? 
S:  [0079] Tsunami. 
T:  [0080] Tsunami. 
S:  [0081] (not clear) 
S:  [0082] Teacher, earthquake. 
T:  [0083] Earthquake, yes, very good. 
S:  [0084] Tornado? 
T:  [0085] Yes, ok. 
S:  [0086] (not clear) 
T:  [0087] Ok, all these are natural disasters. 
 
    The data revealed that different forms of positive feedback were provided by the teachers. However, before the 
positive signals were given, the teachers repeated the forms spoken by the students. These repeated forms can also 
be identified as ‘recasts’ which involves the teacher’s reformulation of part or all of the students’ utterance (Lyster 
& Ranta, 1997). As Chaudron (1988) suggests, the “repetition of a speaker´s utterance can serve several functions, 
of either a negative (correcting) or a positive nature (agreeing, appreciating, understanding” (p. 145). The data here 
may indicate that through repeating the students’ responses, the teacher is approving the responses as well as 
showing interest in the content of the answer.  
a. Repetition 
In addition to the repetition pattern discussed above, another pattern was also discovered. The structure 
involved the teacher repeating students’ responses followed by prompts or elicitations. The following extracts 
exemplify this pattern: 
Example 1: (source: S/TC/L. 056 – 066] 
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T:  [056] The garden look (not clear) tidy up, yes, so is there.  
 [057] Yes? 
S: [058] It was hard work but a lot of fun. 
T:  [059] It was hard work but a lot of fun, but.  
 [060] Yes? 
S:  [061] They are many butterflies here because they are attracted to the colorful flowers. 
T: [062] They are many butterflies here because they are attracted to the colorful flowers.  
  [063] Which the conjunctions? 
S:  [064] Because.  
T: [065] Because.  
 [066] Ok, so, let’s look page 54. 
 
 
Example 2: (source: S/TD/L. 0135 – 0150) 
 
T:  [0135] Ok, how the others? 
  [0136] Anyone have gone through such aa experience? 
  [0137] So? 
S:  [0138] Teacher, 
T:  [0139] Ha? 
  [0140] Flood, your house? 
S:  [0141] No. 
T:  [0142] No, then? 
S:  [0143] In our area.  
T:  [0144] Area? Yours, ok, ok, ok, worse or not? 
S:   [0145] Worse. 
T:  [0146] Really worse? 
  [0147] Right, so this kind of thing we even.. aa.. some of you gone through, some of you   maybe you 
have heard from your friend or from the  newspaper or from the, any documentary. 
  [0148] Yes? 
 
S:  [0149] Yes. 
T: [0150] All right. 
 
    The repetition patterns in these examples were found not only to focus on form, but also content. An example of 
focusing on form can be found in the first example. In this exchange, the teacher repeated the exact structure of the 
response given by the student. This pattern can be seen as confirming or accepting what the student has said. 
However, in the second example, the repetitions focused on content. In this particular example, the topic discussed 
involved students’ experiences of ‘natural disasters’. When the teacher repeated the students’ responses, she was 
seeking clarification of what the students intended to say. For example, when she repeated the word ‘area’, she was 
identifying which area the student referred to. In addition to the repetition, the teacher would also ‘prompt’ students 
for more information. The prompts used here were short phrases, for example, ‘then?’, ‘worse or not?’, ‘yours?’ 
Prompts can be seen as a strategy to continue the oral interaction between teacher and student. Shute (2007) 
identifies these forms as ‘formative feedback’ which is described as information given to a learner in response to 
some action on the learner’s part. According to Schwartz & White (2000), formative feedback should be 
multidimentional, supportive, specific and genuine. From this data, the form of prompting encourages the student to 
expand and further clarify her answer. Thus, this act can be seen as an effective instructional tool to engage students 
to modify their thinking and learning process.  
 
4.1.2 Interactive Feedback 
     Richard and Lockhart (1996) identified ‘interactional feedback’ as a strategy to expand or modify a student’s 
answer. In the following example, the teacher initiated the exchange followed by praises (yes; very good). However 
in the following exchange, the student was hesitant to continue by responding with an incomplete answer. Thus to 
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assist as well as encourage the student, the teacher provided extended information to complete the students’ 
response to the question. Providing such assistance is not considered a negative feedback but rather ensures that the 
flow of discourse is uninterrupted and promotes communicative language use in the classroom.  
 
Example 1: (source: S/TA/ L. 173-184) 
 
T:  [173] Can you recall the story what did she do? 
S: [174] She take her daughter at eleven o’clock 
T: [175] Yes! 
 [176] Very good. 
 [177] She came about 11.45 and she took her daughter away, right? 
 [178] And then what did they do? 
S: [179] They… 
T: [180] Is the prince give up or not? 
S: [181] No! 
T: [182] No, he didn’t give up and that is the last test and he did not give up. 
 [183] He and his friends again work together and got the princess back. 
 [184] So it’s the same with you, you have to work, don’t give up, ok? 
 
 
4.1.3 Corrective Feedback 
    According to Ellis (2009), corrective feedback can be considered a type of negative feedback. In this exchange, 
the teacher provides feedback on a student’s utterance that contains an error. The feedback can consist of several 
forms: i) to indicate the error, ii) to provide the correct form of error committed, and iii) extended (metalinguistic) 
information about the error such as nature of error. The following extracts are examples of corrective feedback: 
 
Example 1: (S/TA/L. 040 – 043; L.082 – 092) 
 
T: [040] Ok, read loudly ya? 
S: [041] (reading paragraph 1) 
T:  [042] Daughter! (correcting pronunciation)  
S:  [043] Daughter, (continue reading) 
 
Example 2: 
 
T: [080] Princess, ok, Michelle?  
S: [081] Sharp-eyed Man. 
T: [082] Sharp-eyed Man. 
S: [083] (not clear, very slow) 
T: [084] Hmm? 
 [085] Listening Man, ok. 
S: [086] (not clear, very slow) 
T: [087] Hah? 
S: [088] Big man…(not clear, very slow) 
T: [089] Big Man? 
S: [090] Tall man (very slow) 
T: [091] Tall Man! 
 [092] Ok, all right, make sure you read it aloud so your friends can hear,  all right? 
 
    There were only two instances of corrective feedback and these examples came from teacher A’s (TA) transcript 
extract. In the first example, the teacher corrected the student’s pronunciation of a word, followed by a repetition of 
the proper pronunciation by the student. However in the second example, the teacher invited the student to self-
repair the error by repeating the student’s answer using a questioning intonation (big man?). Lyster (1998) identifies 
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this form of “self- or peer-repair provides opportunities for learners to proceduralize target language knowledge” (p. 
53). 
 
5.Conclusion 
 
     Feedback is an effective instructional component in the second language classroom. It has emerged as an 
important tool to facilitate the learning process. The objective of this paper was to investigate the types of verbal 
feedbacks used by a group of primary ESL teachers in their classrooms. Based on the findings and literature review, 
this research draws on a number of conclusions.  
     The findings revealed that the most frequent type of verbal feedback employed by the teachers consisted of 
evaluative type feedback. For example, ‘praises’ are valuable components of classroom interaction as they convey 
positive feedback. However, if excessively given, these forms may indicate that teachers have little confidence in 
their abilities (Tsiplakides & Keramida, 2010; Schunk et al, 2008; Thompson, 1997). The data also revealed that 
almost 63% of the type of feedback used in the classrooms consisted of evaluative feedback. These forms do not 
entirely provide support for learning. Turnstall and Gipps (1996) identify a combination of evaluative and 
descriptive forms of feedback as most effective as these forms focus on improvement and achievement. Quality 
feedback should make reference to students’ output and how to improve it. Thus praises and other forms of 
evaluative feedbacks should be proportioned to the performance demonstrated by the student so that they could form 
influential teaching strategies.  
     Another finding is related to the structural pattern of the exchanges. The I-R-F interaction pattern is typical and 
can often be found in most ESL classroom. However, in this study, it was discovered that instances of prolonged 
sequences of teacher initiation were found, hence making the lesson less communicative. This finding was 
corroborated by Yu (2007) who concluded that teacher-initiated exchanges dominated as much as 65% of the 
discourse in the English language classrooms. Thornbury (1996) identified that the reason for such interactions 
happening was due to the focus on the grammatical syllabus. Thus, it is imperative that teachers are made aware of 
their features of classroom conversations so that they are able to provide more opportunities to facilitate students’ 
communication in the classroom. 
     The role of feedback is clearly a topic of importance because of the growing evidence that it can enhance student 
learning. Frequently, many researchers have disagreed on matters pertaining to whether to correct or not, what to 
correct, how to correct them and when to correct (Ellis, 2009; Le, 2010; Yu, 2009; Nunn, 2001). This would imply 
that teachers would need some guidelines that could serve as a basis for teacher reflection as well as research in their 
own classrooms. Through these insights, further investigation could be conducted on other aspects of classroom 
discourse such as student-initiated exchanges to provide teachers with a better understanding and awareness of their 
roles in improving students’ thinking and learning. 
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